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measured as 6.78 feet or 6' 93/32" long, in terms of significant figures, only the 6.7 feet or the 6'9"
would be considered in performing calculations.

Stated differently, the idea of significant figures is a rounding-off for performing calculations. It
is rounding-off according to certain rules. The basic rule is that when you multiply or divide, you
never have more significant figures in the answer than there are in the least accurate measurement.
So, for example, if there are three significant numbers in the least accurate measurement, there
should be only three significant numbers in the answer.

To Illustrate with an example, say you measured a box and wanted to determine its volume in
cubic inches. Your ruler measures to 1A" graduations. The dimensions of the box are 2 '4Vz" long x 6"
wide x I'll" high. If you multiply the dimensions in inches (28.5" x 6" x 23") you get an answer of
3933 cubic inches. Using the rule of significant numbers, you would only count three significant
numbers. This means the volume would be rounded off to 3930 inches for purposed of estimation.

Try your hand at answering the following questions:

1.     How many significant numbers are there in 16.42? Answer;_____________________

2.     How would you round off the answer to 3.4 x 2.16? Answer:.

Answers;

1.3

2. 7.34 rounded off to 7.3 because 2 significant figures is the number in the least accurate measure

Additional Information

For additional information on the topics of accuracy and precision, it is recommended that you
read any standard high school mathematics text on the topics.

Self Test Exercises

1.     What is the range and possible error of the following measures?

(a)  6.47 feet

(b) 2,457 Ibs.

(c) 263/4 inches

2.     Solve the following problems and round-off according to significant figures:

(a) 3,47" x 3.5" -

(b)  15.25' x 26.5' =orking on the assumption that the possible amount of error is plus-or-
